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By BILL KELLER

WASHINGTON—TheGovemmﬂ tpet;‘odis?“u.)"
issues reports reci specifications
mpanwithmeimtanmapmm of a hard-
ware catalogue. They are sources of fascination
for Soviet-ntchus.mdthey\mduplnauhoﬂta-
tive studies such as the weighty reappraisal of
mesupewbthnunlmedhnwoekbya'
Library of expert, John M. Collins.

28 July 1985

How‘ihe U.S. Assesses Soviet

RC-135 aircraft based in Alaska record telemetry
— the FM signals given off by transmitters Rus-
sian scientists attach to monitor their missile's
vital parts.

These crucial intercepts may tell
eavesdroppers how many warheads were tested,
or how steady and reliable the missile is in flight.
Ships in the region may help plot where the war-
heads land.

Qneethenwdatamuth’em,memte -
begin debating what mﬁt
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But occasionally there is a mwmmt—%‘a—m—. course of a missile lobbed into the Pacific

we think we know about Soviet weapons, we can
rarely claim to know for sure.
The most recent example is the revisionist ig

NCe assessment of & missile called the SY
19, 3 six-warhead malnstav of the Soviet missils
force. Since the late 1970's, the SS-19 has beer

d as a “‘silo-killer.,”” accurate enough to

bave high Tikelihood ¢ destroyin

ile silos. Government sources say that a new,
classified National Intelligence Estimate, a con-
. SSRIDUS U : i1 NCe eXP (S, CODN¢ -'.n
missile is less accurate than previously thought,
DYy more la sstimate ad

hird. h many

er ac-
curacy estimates. And in any case, downgrading
the SS-19 does not substantially diminish the
Soviet military threat — the 3,080 independently
targetable warheads on the bigger SS-18 missiies
are still considered accurate enough to

most American targets. Still, the putative ac-
curacy of the SS-19 has heiped shape the United
States image of the Soviet war machine, contrib-
uting to the notion of an American *‘window of
vulnerability,” and influencing the 1979 arms
talks.

The Duplicity Factor

One problem wig_x“_lmt_*gm about Soviet
weaponry may be duplicity. The United States
has accused the Russians of camouflaging mis-
siles sites and the signais given off by
their test missiles, both violations of arms con.
trol treaties because they impede verification. In
1979, according to a former Central Intelli

anal American sateilite Eﬁphs
of the Kamchatka firing range were said to have
caught the Russians digging holes and planting
dummy warheads to try to spoof American
eavesdroppers. Both sides practice various
forms of what's called “‘strategic deception.”

More often, the Soviet-watchers’ handicap is
the inherent complexity of their detective work.

The estimate of what a Soviet missile can do,
for example, is a distillation of hunareds' of
pieces of data, mostly technical. Reconnaissance
satellites take high-resolution photographs of the
launch site, perhaps providing information on the
size and configuration of the missile. Radars in
the Aleutians and eisewhere plot the missile’s
trajectory in test flight. High-orbit satellites and

maybohwwnwit.hsomeprecmon.hmitua
matter of educated guesswork what point in the
oeunmekmumwenumm;lor.m-gems
may have collected dozens of clear signals from
the missile in flight, but which frequency was
transmitting the fuel flow, and which the steadi-
ness of the gyroscope? * da i

common,” said Jeff;ar_? T. Richeison, author of a
new on t Lal intellj ‘“What
W from

- can agency to agency, and even

from person'to person, is the analysis.”

One reason is the analysts make different as-
sumptions. A missile was tested with 10 war-
heads and 2 decoys. Will the missiie be deployed
with 10 warheads, or 12? John Prados, author of a
book on estimates of Soviet weaponry, argues
uutcvmwnhthezrutlupslnthesophxsuca-
tion of intelligence-gathering equipment, faulty
assumptions about Soviet intentions have often
produced misleading intelligence that propelled
American policy. For example, exaggerated
American estimates of Soviet antimissile de-
fenses in the 1960's spurred the development of
multiple-warhead missiles.

One source familiar with the new disagree-

~ ment over the accuracy of the SS-19 said the

earlier estimates had been based on assumptions
about how rapidly the missile would improve,
The Central Intelligence ’ng this source

5 Tom recent telemetry readings that
the missile had not improved as much as expect-
‘ed. The Pentagon insisted that the new readings,

taken through a fog of Soviet encryption, were too
fragmentary to be given much weight.

Although the agencies deny it, many intelli-
-
tive p tS_own Spin on weaponry estimates.

Conservative Intellige: Duffs contend the

. N i D % es
ino 10 encourage arms control; the agency is
an_im t lALi

fication. Liberals say the Defense Intelli-
ﬁhﬂwy and the military service intelli-
gence operations tend to justify the military
budget by portraying the Russians in the most
sinister light.

“Sure, estimates have political input,” said
one Government intelligence evaluator. **But for
the most part, the intelligence community is ob-
jective. The problem is simply that we can only
know things so well "’
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